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Executive Summary
Over the last several years, the number of veterans returning to college campuses has
steadily increased. Many veterans are taking advantage of education benefits offered by the
Department of Veterans Affairs, and have been out of school for a number of years. A number
of veterans are considered nontraditional students, and the responsibilities of being a parent, an
employee, a husband or wife, and college student can be overwhelming. In recent years, the
economic recession has also added financial hardships to the already full agenda of many of
these students. Throughout the nation, colleges have created programs that will assist students in
the transition to college life through a freshmen orientation course, but many of these schools
simply are not prepared for the increase in veteran students and the demands that come with
making the transition from solider to civilian. Veterans Affairs clinics attempt to counsel
recently released veterans with the issues associated with combat, Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder, and other disabilities that developed as a result of service in a designated combat zone.
But the reality is that many of the soldiers simply do not have the time or means to complete
rehabilitation programs. Therefore, there are a number of veterans who are returning to college
campuses with a range of untreated disabilities.
This project aims to explore the needs of veteran and other nontraditional students
through research, case studies, and other data available on the subject of veterans, nontraditional
students, and the effectiveness of a first year experience college course. By using a freshmen
orientation course, colleges are able to provide tools to promote a rewarding personal and
educational experience. Many first year experience courses cover topics that include study
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skills, time management, note taking, communication, test taking, and money management. The
project concludes by proposing a veteran-specific first year experience course curriculum that
will tailor the traditional topics of the course to meet the needs of new veteran students.
Additional subjects that are addressed in this proposal include stress management, team building
exercises, career assessment, veteran resources, and resume writing. This type of pilot program
can be used to help prepare colleges for the new generation of nontraditional students and
provide opportunities to promote successful completion of education objectives and life beyond
the college experience.
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An Exploration of a First Year Experience Course to Meet the Needs of
Veteran and Other Non-Traditional College Students
Introduction
In the last decade the number of veteran students returning to college campuses in the
United States has increased significantly. Many of these students have served in a designated
combat zone and are returning to college campuses with the memory of war fresh on their minds.
There are approximately 2 million service members who have served in the Iraq and Afghanistan
conflicts (Cook and Young 2008). The adoption of the Post 9-11 GI Bill offers these servicemen
generous support for educational expenses, including a monthly housing stipend, a textbook
allowance, and reimbursement for tuition and fees. Benefits in the form of the GI Bill led
millions of veterans to college, and they arrived with a different set of experiences, goals, and
interests than did non-veteran students (Summerlot, Green and Parker 2009, 71). Institutions
have not faced such a significant influx of veteran students on college campuses since World
War II (Cook and Young 2008). Many veterans have physical, emotional, and mental needs that
are not being recognized or addressed in the college setting. The needs of veterans and their
families have become a top priority, as is the case at many colleges and universities (Ford,
Northup and Wiley 2009). In some cases, spouses of deployed, deceased, or disabled veterans
are returning to college to take advantage of grants and student loans for financial assistance or
to extend unemployment benefits. The Post 9/11 GI Bill also offers the opportunity for spouses
and children of veterans to take advantage of the veteran’s benefits.
Colleges are responsible for meeting the needs of veteran students, to keep them in
school and give them the opportunity to receive a quality education while also taking advantage
of the educational benefits each is entitled to. Programs like Boots to Books and Combat 2
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College have shown that a freshman orientation course can be tailored to meet the needs of
veteran students who are nontraditional age, and may have specific disabilities. In most cases,
the veteran student is an older student who will be attending college for the first time. College
campuses nationwide are working to create veteran friendly campuses, and develop tools to meet
the physical, emotional, mental and educational needs of veteran students. Historic research
regarding adult students has focused on academic performance ability, and the more significant
studies included students of World War II veteran returning to college classrooms (Kasworm
2005, 4).
At the same time, the number of nontraditional students attending college is also
increasing. A nontraditional student is most often described as a student over 25 years of age, or
any student that has interrupted college for more than 1 academic year (Choate and Smith 2003,
178). Veteran students serving the typical four-year term fall into the category of nontraditional
students, as well as any other adult learner who returns to college while simultaneously
managing a career, a family, and other responsibilities. While the responsibilities of a
nontraditional student can be overwhelming, financial concerns and academic advising represent
the two areas nontraditional students report as the biggest hindrances in completion of a college
degree (Choate and Smith 2003, 179).
The development of a program or course curriculum that will consider the topics of a first
year experience class can give nontraditional and veteran students an opportunity to meet their
expected educational goals. Accessing the resources available on college campuses will give
veterans and other nontraditional students the opportunity to obtain a rewarding and fulfilling
college experience and quality education. Information obtained from articles, journals, related
research, and the various Veterans Affairs outlets will provide the starting point for this project.
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Also, course curriculum and counseling focal points will be beneficial to the exploration of
various case studies. Universities must first assess their environments and their constituencies to
define student needs and then develop programs to meet those needs (Riposa 2003, 56).
Colleges have the opportunity to tailor the subjects associated with a first year experience course,
to address the nontraditional and veteran student needs and assist them in the transition to college
life.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore cases and research that focus on the needs of
veteran and nontraditional students, and use the data collected to develop a first year experience
course curriculum that will properly address the needs defined to provide a foundation for
educational success. Considering the topics of the traditional first year experience or freshmen
orientation course, such as Dave Ellis’s book Becoming a Master Student, there is an opportunity
to develop a course curriculum that will target the areas of need for nontraditional and veterans
students. Meeting the needs of this population of students will increase retention, provide a more
solid foundation for at-risk learners, and prepare students for a successful and enjoyable college
experience.

Literature Review
The diversity of today’s college student population has caused administrators, faculty,
counselors, and other college personnel to question whether traditional practices are adequate to
meet both the academic and personal needs of student. The term nontraditional student has been
used frequently to describe the large and growing group of individuals who make up 83 percent
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of the student population (Choate and Smith 2003, 178). As the face of the traditional college
student changes, so should the first-step programs that target these individuals and promote
student success.
Historically, community colleges have struggled to maintain even minimal retention
rates. Studies have found that as many as 75 percent of those that leave do so during or
immediately after the first semester (Davig and Spain 2004, 305). This is a significant problem
for community colleges, in particular, because it is such a familiar and accessible outlet for
nontraditional students. Additionally, community colleges enroll students who have a greater
need for academic remediation courses (Choate and Smith 2003, 179). A convenient location,
open access, and low tuition costs offer opportunities not available to students at most large
universities and private colleges. In 2001, the U.S. Department of Education reported that
community colleges enroll 47 percent of all students in higher education (Hall 2007, 2). Also,
community colleges tend to enroll students who are more academically, economically, and
socially disadvantaged than post-secondary institutions (O’Gara and Hughes 2009, 1).
Courses developed as an extended orientation for new students can serve as the platform
for new policies and practices targeted at reaching a specific population of students. A grant
funded program called Mission Graduation promotes student success through awareness of the
student veteran organization.

Mission Graduation provides transition, programming and

assistance, and best practices for advising military students and veterans in achieving academic
goals (Whikehart 2010). The Supportive Education for Returning Veterans (SERV) Act of 2008
provides non-specific levels of grants to institutions of higher education to start Centers of
Excellence for Veteran Student Success. Grantees would have to establish one-stop center for
veteran students to help them with admissions, registration, financial aid, veterans’ benefits,
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academic advising, student health, personal/mental health counseling, career advising, and
disability services (Pekow 2008). Veterans face unique challenges returning to civilian and
college life. SERV provides universities with the resources needed to address these challenges
and ensures that student veterans are successful. Colleges could optionally use the grants for
outreach, special classes for veterans, support services, transition activities and for coordinating
with local military bases (Pekow 2008, 8).
As leaders in higher education, our challenge is to create opportunities for continued
success for our veteran students, including active-duty military personnel, veterans, and
reservists. Meeting our service member’s educational needs presents challenges at every level.
The total military-affiliated population in the United States in 2003 included 2 million activeduty personnel, 25 million veterans, 411,000 reservist and 659,000 Air Force and Army National
Guard Members (Ford, Northup and Wiley 2009, 62). One of the greatest needs of many
returning veterans is assistance in addressing psychological and social programs associated with
post-traumatic stress disorder, traumatic brain injury or multiple physical injuries. The Student
Disability Resource Center at the University of West Florida has seen an increase in veterans
who have either multiple injuries or a combination of disorders that cause complications in
building relationships with other students (Ford, Northup and Wiley 2009, 66). As public
organizations focus on equity as one of the key public values, the need to create an environment
that is committed to embracing diversity is great. Furthermore, public organization must strive
to develop common practices that consent to all types of students, regardless of learning styles or
abilities.

Creating connections, partnerships, and opportunities to enhance the educational

success of military learners is a challenge for any college or university. Some of the
recommendations for the development for military students include: studying the needs of
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veterans, conducting a survey to assess veteran needs on campus, and developing a seamless
enrollment and transition process for current and prospective veteran students (Ford, Northup
and Wiley 2009, 67).
When addressing the needs of new students, particularly in the community college
setting, the variety of backgrounds, goals, and levels or preparation, guidance and counseling
seem to be among the most important supports the institution can provide (Grubb 2001, 14). As
of 2001, in the United States there were 1,462 community colleges (Hall 2007, 2).

The

effectiveness of higher education is often measured by the ability to maintain enrollment, which
is affected by the process of interaction between students and the institutions (Hall 2007, 3).
Institutions of higher education must create an environment that is conducive to all learning
styles and the vast population of students. This type of consideration is vital in creating a sense
of community, especially for the veteran and other nontraditional students who lack the ability to
maintain key relationships.

The method and type of instruction, educational setting, and

intentional utilization of experimental education can be examined to determine the influence and
impact on sense of community. If experimental education methods and programs can assist
universities with retention efforts, this may help bring position recognition and regard to
experimental education (Jacobs and Archie 2007, 284).
Historical research regarding adult students has focused on academic performance
abilities and related academic motivation. The more significant studies regarding academic
performance and motivation included studies of World War II veterans returning to college
classrooms, evening school adult students, and returning women students. These studies noted
comparable, if not higher, academic performance of adult students, and higher levels of
satisfaction with the college experience (Kasworm 2005, 4).
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A study in 2008 estimated that 300,000 troops suffered severe depression or post
traumatic stress disorder as a result of service in Iraq and Afghanistan. Also, another 320,000
received a possible traumatic brain injury (Lawson 2009, 1). Prior to the establishment of the
Post 9/11 GI Bill, the Department of Veterans Affairs paid almost $3 billion in education
benefits in 2007, which was estimated to have served approximately 520,000 students (Lawson
2009, 1).

The provisions for the Post 9/11 GI Bill have given even more veterans the

opportunity to attend college.

The response to this growing number of veteran students

compelled colleges nationwide to take necessary steps in making the transition from combat to
the classroom much easier. Students, faculty, and staff are stepping up to fill a void in support of
student veterans and pave the way for others who will follow in the coming years (Lawson
2009).
The University of Pittsburgh attracts many nontraditional and commuter students.
Student veterans attending this campus use the student veteran organization to build professional,
academic, and social bonds with their peers (Summerlot, Green and Parker 2009, 75). Student
veteran organizations can also provide support services and programs designed to orient student
veterans to campus and assist in their re-acclimation to civilian life.

The student veteran

organizations can be an invaluable tool for guiding an institution in how to meet the needs of
current and future student veterans (Summerlot, Green and Parker 2009, 79).
The College of Business and Economics believes that every student admitted into the
university can be successful, and students are not successful for a variety of reasons beyond
control (Potts and Schultz 2008, 2). While intervention may help some students, the university
created several academic advising support structures to increase student retention and academic
performance. Academic cohorts and a freshmen seminar courses were imposed on all students
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during their first semester regardless of ability as measured by the admissions criteria or housing
arrangements (Potts and Schultz 2008, 8). The results of this study identified a freshmen
seminar and academic cohorts to significantly improve retention among students at a higher risk
for failures. The two characteristics that defined high risk students at the university are low high
school ranking and students living off campus during the first semester (Potts and Schultz 2008,
8).
The Florida Department of Education found that students at community colleges who
completed a student life skills course were more likely to achieve one of the following
indicators: earning a community college credential, transferring to the state university system or
remaining enrolled in college for five years (Zeidenberg, Jenkins and Calcagno 2007, 1).
Florida’s student life skills courses are open to all students, but required for students in
developmental classes and on academic probation (Zeidenberg, Jenkins and Calcagno 2007, 2).
The Department of Defense estimates 95 percent of Marines, Army, Navy, Air Force, and
U.S. Coast Guard sign up for the GI Bill when they enlist (Marklein 2007, 1). For many,
education benefits are the reason they join, however the road from combat to college can be
riddled with potholes. While some campuses have responded more quickly than others, colleges
must be better prepared. While even the bureaucracy as the Department of Veterans Affairs can
contribute to the frustration these students feel, colleges and student groups are developing
programs to eliminate the challenges. Vets for Vets is an organization that was established in
1972 at the University of Wisconsin to help cut through the red tape (Marklein 2007, 1).
Community colleges across the nation face the challenge of serving students who are not
prepared to succeed in college. Many of these students have inadequate academic skills, and
community college offer developmental courses, tutoring, and other academic support to help
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students overcome these deficiencies (Zeidenberg, Jenkins and Calcagno 2007, 5).

The

evolution of a first year experience course can meet the needs of any specific population of
students. For example, a group of nontraditional students may require more assistance with
remediation because there has been a significant time between high school and college.
Nontraditional student may also need to revisit the most effective forms of study skills or time
management. Another factor to consider with this population of students might be money
management, as many of these students may have recently found themselves out of work, or
working only part time to pursue a desired educational objective. Similarly, a population of
veteran students might need to focus on anxiety, stress, or emotional issues, while also learning
how to effectively manage their time and finances.
The All-American Technical Community College conducted qualitative research among
freshmen seminar experience students to determine the value of the course. Data analysis
revealed that randomly grouping students with wide-ranging levels on academic abilities and life
experiences in a freshmen seminar class had a number of drawbacks, as older adult learners
differ greatly from younger student learners in aptitude, ability levels, maturity and academic
needs. These findings suggest that older adults need a different kind of freshmen seminar course
than younger student learners, focusing on aptitude, ability levels, maturity, and academic needs
(Rhodes and Carifio 1999, 1). The differing needs of nontraditional and veterans are the basis
for the idea to build a course curriculum that is specific to this population of students.

The

research has clearly shown that colleges are recognizing there is an unmet need, and that this
population of students has a very different set of priorities and responsibilities, and that steps
have to be taken to create a situation that will promote student success among veteran and
nontraditional students.
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Since September 11, 2001, U.S. institutions of higher education have renewed their focus
on serving military personnel and veterans. Sixty-five percent of colleges and universities that
offer services to veterans and military personnel have increased their emphasis on serving the
needs of these students (Cook and Young 2009, 6).
Nontraditional students face similar frustrations when juggling the responsibilities of
family, work, finances, and time management when combined with the college requirements. As
nontraditional and veteran students prepare to return to school, there are many factors that can
contribute to these students withdrawing from school, or not meeting their expected educational
outcomes.

More than ever before, societies look to higher education to promote social

coherence, political stability and economic prosperity (Riposa 2003). Approximately 15 million
students in the U.S. enroll in higher education, and the expansion of opportunities across class
lines has demanded changes in institutional delivery systems (Riposa 2003, 52). In the past,
typical university students were young, single, living on campus, working few outside jobs, and
making steady progression toward a four-year degree attending daytime courses.

Urban

universities appeal to a market of older first-time and returning students, supporting families,
working part-time or full-time jobs, and dependent on some form of financial aid (Riposa 2003).
For urban students, external obligation and conditions such as family, work, recreation and
economic strain aggravate the disconnection between the ivory tower and the practical world. In
response, urban universities must first assess their environments and their constituencies to
define student needs and then develop programs to meet those needs (Riposa 2003, 56).
Understanding the character and action of such universities is not a luxury but a necessity if one
is to grasp the elements of higher education delivery in America today (Riposa 2003, 64).
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Retention literature indicates that students typically run into trouble within their initial six
weeks at the university. At Northern Michigan University, 77 percent of freshmen in academic
difficulty in the first semester will not recover to attain a 2.00 (C) average by the end of the third
semester (Soldner, Lee and Duby 1999, 123). The literature suggests that first year experience
type programs have a consistently positive impact on the retention rates of students who
participate (Soldner, Lee and Duby 1999, 125). The combination of blocked coursework with
freshmen seminars has provided incoming students at Northern Michigan University with
supportive learning communities designed to persistence and success (Soldner, Lee and Duby
1999, 128).
To combat the issue of attrition, many institutions have developed ways to promote and
enhance student success and retention. In most cases, the solution is a college course that aims
to assist and engage struggling students. This type of first year experience course (FYE) is also
referred to as a Freshmen Orientation Course or Student Success Course. The FYE course is an
extended orientation and information session; the student may or may not receive credit for the
course, and it may be a voluntary or in some cases a required course among post-secondary
institutions. Subjects covered in this course are wide ranging and include an array of useful
information for new students. Course requirements and subject matter discussed in the Freshmen
Orientation courses may include: reading the student handbook, an explanation of services
offered at college, classroom visits from various college representatives, guided campus tours,
and assignments that would require students to complete projects on their current academic
major. Colleges also have the opportunity to use on-campus career and counseling centers to
promote time and money management, study skills, career planning and life skills that help these
students integrate more easily into the traditional college setting.
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The first-year or freshmen seminar has been reported to help at-risk students by giving
them a lengthy orientation to college, providing extra support, helping them decide on a major,
and forcing interaction with an advisor, all efforts that are touted as positive retention activities
(Potts and Schultz 2008, 4). Approximately 50 percent of freshmen enrolled in colleges and
universities drop out before completion of their programs (Hall 2007, 1). This research helps us
recognize the importance of community colleges by focusing on the students that are mostly at
risk for adverse academic outcomes.
Active-duty personnel, reservists, veterans and their spouses or dependents represent 30
percent of the 10,000 students at the University of West Florida (Ford, Northup and Wiley 2009,
61). The needs of veterans and their families have become a top priority at West Florida, as is
the case at many other colleges and universities. The Wheel of Wellness is a model that has been
used to infuse a framework for addressing student needs and a holistic approach to wellness into
the curriculum design of first year college student success course (Choate and Smith 2003, 178).
Researchers at Columbia University completed an exploratory study on the student
success course in two urban community colleges, and found that student success courses are an
essential resource for students in learning about the college, classes, study skills, as well as
building key relationships (O’Gara and Hughes 2009, 6).
A study conducted at Eastern Kentucky University examines the effectiveness of
different topics included in a freshmen orientation course in enhancing the students’ perception
of their success (Davig and Spain 2004, 305). The study also endorses freshmen orientation
courses as one of the key components in strong retention programs.
As part of the Higher Education Act of 2008, Congress authorized centers of excellence
for student veterans. The centers would serve as a one-stop for veterans to help with admissions
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procedures, finding tutors, monitoring veteran students who are at risk of dropping out, and using
veterans’ assistance programs (Maze 2009). While Congress set aside no money for the centers
for excellence program in 2008, the need for a supportive veteran education program is great.
Only 8 percent of veterans use their full benefits to attend college (Maze 2009, 1).
Student success and retention has become a priority among many universities. In a 2008
study, researchers found that the probability of participants in an extended orientation program
being retained from freshmen to sophomore year was 31 percent higher than non-participants
(Lehning 2008, 110).

Another pressing concern for nontraditional students is financial

management (Choate and Smith 2003). Money management is one of the areas of focus for
many first year experiences courses. Chapter 10 in Dave Ellis’s Becoming a Master Student is
dedicated to money (see Appendix A). The chapter discusses 3 paths to financial freedom.
There are also lessons for students on developing a money plan, how to spend less money, and
how to manage money through tough times. The topics discussed in Ellis’s chapter on money
represent life lessons that are useful to the traditional student, but even more appropriate for
nontraditional students who find financial hardships to be one of the main obstacles to overcome.
Many veterans will enroll in higher education to enhance their job prospects, achieve
career goals, and expand their knowledge and skills sets for both personal and career enrichment,
and facilitate their transition to civilian life (Cook and Young 2009).

The use of a first year

experience course curriculum that addresses personal and career enrichment will help ease the
conversion from servicemen to student. Appendix C shows a course curriculum that would
address the main topics of freshmen students, while also including lessons that will address
veterans’ concerns and help integrate them to college life with ease.
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Methodology
The method of research for this project is an exploratory case study. The case study
approach helps bring an understanding to the issues that veterans and other nontraditional
students face on college campuses, and the opportunity to use elements of the first year
experience course to build a tailored curriculum for these students. This type of research and the
results drawn from it will give institutions the opportunity to explore avenues to keep students in
school so that they can complete their desired certification or degree. In addition, courses
developed as an extended orientation for new students can serve as the platform for new policies
and practices targeted at reaching a specific population of students. The timing of the first year
experience

course, in the first few terms, increases the effectiveness of the topics addressed

(O’Gara and Hughes 2009, 15). Counseling and Career Services on college campuses across the
nation are scrambling to develop programs to provide veteran students with basic life skills and
assist with the transition from servicemen to civilians. Veterans have become a priority among
many colleges, with the main focus on how to meet their educational and personal needs.
In the Spring semester of 2011, Georgia Highlands College adopted a policy to require
students enrolled in more than two remedial courses to also enroll in the Freshmen College
Studies course (FCST 1010). The college is using the FCST 1010 course as a tool to promote
student success and retention.

The freshmen orientation course, The College Experience,

provides students with the techniques needed for college success. Although not required, the
course is designed to assist students in adjusting to college life with emphasis on study skills,
stress management, use of college resources, exploration of personal goals, and identification of
career interests. There are no prerequisites for the course and the course description in the
catalog states:
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Designed for both the recent high school graduate and the student returning to
school after several years, this course assists students in adjusting to college life.
The course provides students with techniques needed for college success.
Emphasis is on study skills (taking tests, reading textbooks, effective note taking
and prioritizing time), stress management, exploration of personal goals and using
college resources. FCST 1010 also aids students in identifying career interests.
The course is recommended for all students but especially for new students
(Georgia Highlands College 2011).
Assisting veterans with the transition to college or back into college is consistently
pointed to as an essential element in creating a veteran-friendly campus. Many institutions have
developed programs to promote and enhance student success and retention. In most cases, this
program is developed in the form of a similar college course, often referred to as a First Year
Experience (FYE) course. The course material covered in an FYE course may include: what is
expected, textbook exploration, learning styles, student strengths and weaknesses, adjusting to
college life, memory techniques, reading, test taking, time management, note taking, writing,
communicating, thinking, and diversity.
Similar to Boots to Books and Combat 2 College, the FCST 1010 course touches on
many of the issues veteran and other nontraditional students struggle with as new college
students.

This course can easily be modified to include the needs of veteran and/or

nontraditional students. College counseling centers are focusing much of their veteran services
on time and money management, suicide prevention, and combat stress and anxiety. Counseling
centers address very similar subjects with struggling nontraditional students, particularly time
and money management, study skills and stress management. The transition to college for a
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student that has been out of school or serving in the military for several years can be an
overwhelming experience. However, the goal of the institution is to serve these students, and
meet the specific needs to help integrate them into the traditional college setting. The use of
various counseling and career services in combination with a freshmen orientation course can be
the key to retaining these students and assisting them to meet each student’s personal,
educational, and professional goals.
This project will focus on the research and case studies available to help explore, define
and develop a course curriculum that will meet the needs of veteran and other nontraditional
students.

This course will be an essential part of integrating and retaining this growing

population of college students.
The exploratory case study method is most appropriate for this project because there is
limited availability on the effects of a first year experience course for nontraditional students,
and very little, if any that targets on veteran students specifically. The information for the
overall effectiveness of a first year experience is not specific enough for this project; therefore
the opportunity to explore a specific student population can prove beneficial.

One of the

disadvantages of an exploratory case study is that the idea is presented as if it does not actually
exist currently, but is projected to become an issue at some point in the future. While the issue
of veterans returning to college campuses has not reached epic proportions, there are strong
indications that the number of veterans students on campus will continue to increase. The
decision for an exploratory case study in terms of this project is based on the changing face of
college campuses, particularly community and technical colleges. Changes to the GI Bill and
pending legislation with improvements to the Post 9/11 GI Bill, will bring an entirely new
population of students to college. The typical nontraditional student will now be a combat
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veteran, or the spouse or child of a military veteran. With each new combat veteran on campus,
there are significant emotional and personal issues that should be addressed. Using the method of
an exploratory case study provides the opportunity to look at the data available on the subject of
the first year experience course, and use that information to build a curriculum that will properly
and completely meet the needs of veterans and other nontraditional students. The purpose is not
only to address mental, emotional, physical, and personal needs of veterans, but also provide
assistance to help these students make the most of the benefits available to them to achieve the
desired educational and professional goals.

Findings
Colleges have developed many tools to promote retention and student success among the
population of nontraditional students. College counseling and career service centers have been at
the forefront of this service. Many colleges have designated workshops and seminars to assist
students with educational, career, and personal management. Guidance and counseling services
have developed in educational institutions throughout this century to help students at all levels
make occupational choices, understand the relation between school and subsequent employment,
and address a variety of academic and personal issues. Guidance and counseling in community
colleges are especially difficult because of the variety of students, their differing goals, or
unrealistic perceptions of occupations and their educational requirements (Grubb, 2001, i).
Community colleges across the nation face the challenge of serving students who are not
prepared to succeed in college. Many of these students have inadequate academic skills, and
community colleges offer developmental course, tutoring and other academic supports to help
student overcome some of these deficiencies. Students also frequently arrive on campus with
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deficits that include poorly formed goals for education and career, lack of study habits, little
awareness of how to succeed in higher education, or the resources available to help them succeed
(Zeidenberg, Jenkins and Calcagno 2007, 5).
Even more recently, college counseling centers have embarked on a very similar course
of action to provide the same services to veteran students. Veterans on campus are now a major
point of discussion for many colleges, because the number of veterans returning to campus has
steadily increased since the beginning of the 21st Century. The terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001 and the subsequent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan brought many veterans back to college
campuses after terms of service in designated combat zones. The economic recession that
followed these events left many veterans with limited options for work upon returning. The
legislation that brought the Post 9/11 GI Bill in August of 2009 provided veterans with a housing
allowance, book stipend, and college tuition while pursuing a degree that would provide veterans
with more options for employment. Guidance counseling centers are the hub for career services,
and these centers also provide assistance with disabilities and other services such as study skills
and time and money management. Given the students who enroll, and the variety of their
backgrounds, goals, and levels of preparation, guidance and counseling seems to be among the
most important supports that these institutions can provide. But these services, like student
services generally, have often been marginalized, under-funded, and under-researched, and so
there is much to learn about guidance and counseling in community colleges (Grubb 2001, 14).
This need is just one of the reasons that the issue of veterans on campus should become a priority
for colleges. If the need is there and continues to grow, the only solution is to effectively prepare
for the increasing number of veteran students on college campuses.
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The population of veteran and other nontraditional students has needs that vary
significantly from the traditional college student. Many of these student work full time jobs,
have spouses and children, and have financial responsibilities that can be overwhelming when
combined with the responsibilities of college course work. When considering the needs of
veteran students, there are physical, personal, and emotional incapacities that compound the
workload of a nontraditional college student. With funding, proper training, and thorough
implementation of a veteran specific program, colleges have opportunity to create a veteranfriendly campus that will meet all the needs of these students, and help create an environment
that will ease the transition from soldier to student. Collin College offers sections of core
courses exclusively for veteran students. Classes in history, government, English and math will
be offered to veterans only. These courses will meet the same learning outcomes as regular
sections, but will also include additional topics that are of interest to students who are veterans.
The professors will perform research-driven best practices to create a military-friendly setting,
and will be aware of the special circumstances such as impending deployment of students
(Hodges 2010, 1).
Student veterans are becoming an increasingly large subgroup of the college student
population. Students who have experienced conflict as members of the military come to college
expecting to be supported, if not honored for their service. One way the campus administrators
can facilitate transition for student veterans is to assist in founding and maintaining campusbased student organizations for veterans (Summerlot, Green and Parker 2009, 72). Student
veterans, once they are on campus, will look to replace the cohesion of their unit by seeking out
others who have had similar experiences. An active student organization for veterans can become
this point of connection for student veterans who are new to campus. The goal of a student
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veteran organization should include aiding veterans with the adjustment to campus life and using
group influences to advocate for changes that will help student veterans achieve their academic
goals (Summerlot, Green and Parker 2009, 72).
The Preston Ridge campus of Collin College offers the opportunity for veterans to find
common ground at the college level by offering sections of core courses specifically for military
veterans. Joining a national trend toward making higher education vet-friendly, the campus
offers veteran-only sections of history, political science, psychology and speech (Hodges 2009).
Northern Community College offers a college survival class intended to serve traditional
college students–recent high school graduates who attend college full-time. The course aims to
prepare students for success in college by teaching students about the college services available,
study techniques, time management skills, and how to develop a sense of community within the
college (O’Gara and Hughes 2009). Northern Community College automatically enrolls all firstsemester, full-time students to enroll in the course.

Although the class is not technically

required, all full-time and any part-time students who are struggling academically are strongly
recommended. Eastern Community College offers a similar course that is intended for all
college students, part-time or full-time. This study showed that timing of the course added to its
effectiveness, student who took the course in later terms did not find it to be as beneficial as
those who took it in the first semester.

The researcher recommends that colleges consider

making a student success course a requirement for all degree-seeking students (O’Gara and
Hughes 2009).
Citrus College in Glendora, California, offers a three-credit college course called "From
Boots to Books" to help veterans transition from military to college and civilian life,
academically or otherwise (Marklein 2007). The goal of the course is to get veterans connected

20

with one another, building upon the camaraderie they experienced in the military while also
helping re-integrate them into society. Topics for this course include: veteran resources in the
community, combat stress injuries, readjustment issues from military to civilian life, how to
make the most of the GI Bill, goal setting and career exploration, learning styles, and basic
college success strategies (Marklein 2007, 4)
At the Cleveland State University in Ohio, veterans receive similar support from the
Supportive Education for Returning Veterans (SERV) program, which is part of the Higher
Education Act of 2008 (Maze 2009, 1). Started by program director John Schupp, SERV is
designed to ease veterans’ transition from service members to civilians, and to students. Under
the SERV program, student veterans start out taking “vets-only” classes and, over the course of
several semesters, gradually transition into regular civilian courses. According to Schupp, this
slow transition is imperative to the overall success of the veterans’ academic success (Maze
2009, 1).
The University of Maryland Eastern Shore is among a group of two and four-year
colleges across the state publicly pledging to be more responsive to the unique needs of students
who served in the U.S. military. The Maryland Campus Compact for Student Veterans is aimed
at improving on-campus services for student veterans. Officer Brown, a U.S. Army Reservist
who served in Iraq, has made helping veterans with the transition to civilian life one of his
initiatives. He has been working to bring veterans' advocates and higher education officials
together to identify challenges former soldiers face when enrolling in college. Brown states that
"Veterans bring a unique maturity and life experience to the classroom, an experience that in
most cases enhances classroom discussions and benefits every student's learning. But as each
war is different, so is every generation of veterans" (Robinson 2011, 1).
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At Montgomery College in Rockville, Maryland, program coordinator Rose Sachs
describes the schools’ Combat2College (C2C) as more of a philosophy than a program. Sachs
states that “The program is about saying thank you, welcome back, and essentially, to assist
students in adapting the skill set that is developed in military training and combat experience to
facilitate a successful college experience. The idea is not to isolate people, but to integrate
people” (Lawson 2009, 2). Started in Summer of 2008, C2C offers services for student veterans
such as mentoring, academic advising, and a one-credit, first-year seminar focusing on campus
resources, educational planning, and how to apply military skills in the classroom (Lawson 2009,
2).
Appalachian State University in Boone, North Carolina made preparations to ensure that
military students were successful upon return from deployment by creating a veteran-friendly
campus and assisting students with withdrawals, readmission, and developing a plan for a
smooth transition from soldier to student (Johnson 2009, 56). The subject of schedule
interruption due to military activation first became an issue in the 1990s during the influx of
deployments for Desert Storm and Operation Desert Shield. In 2001, any preparation the school
made for military students in the 1990s was revisited and expanded.

Appalachian State

University applied its professional expertise and problem-solving skills, enabling the university
to provide a high level of service to the unique population represented by student soldiers
(Johnson 2009, 59).
Northern Michigan University is facing internal and external pressures to improve
undergraduate education, student satisfaction and student persistence.

To address these

pressures, the university has implemented a Freshmen Year Experience program that is designed
to connect students to the university and improve retention rates (Soldner 2000, 115). One of the
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most important factors in this program is student blocking, where a number of students are
grouped together to complete three or more of the same classes in order to create an atmosphere
of community. The university implemented this program as a pilot-program but expects that the
result of strong ties among faculty and other students will help create learning communities that
will retain and engage the students in this program (Soldner 2000, 117). This type of learning
community, similar to the grouping of veteran students at Collin College, will create a sense of
belonging and help establish some camaraderie among this population of students. Similar to the
responsibility of teamwork among soldiers in a military setting, students who feel committed to a
group or learning community will be more likely to rely on others for help. Strong relationships
with the professors will also make approaching an instructor for help more comfortable.
The student success course is one way in which a range of student support services can be
delivered. A freshmen orientation course is aimed at new students, and provides participants
with information about the college, help in academic and career assessment, and tools to improve
study skills and other personal assistance. The goal is to familiarize students with the array of
services offered on campus, and help transition to the college environment, and provide any
necessary tools new students need to be successful in their postsecondary educational endeavors.
The traditional exercises covered in a student success course would include note taking and study
skills, campus tours, various learning skills, and group projects (O’Gara and Hughes 2009, 5). It
is easy to see that the customary topics of a freshmen orientation course can be modified to more
accurately address the most common obstacles that hinder success for veteran and other
nontraditional new freshmen.
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Recommendations
Based on the research provided, there are two recommendations that will lead to the
successful implementation of a course curriculum that accurately addresses veteran and/or
nontraditional student success and retention. First, colleges need to take into consideration the
most important topics that are currently addressed in the literature and research provided in this
project. Some of the topics addressed in the most common freshmen orientation courses include
study skills, time management, and test taking. Becoming a Master Student by Dave Ellis is an
excellent example of a textbook that provides the tools needed to engage new freshmen at the
college level, and provide a solid foundation for educational success. The table of contents for
this text includes twelve lessons that cover time management, effective reading, test taking skills,
money management, communicating, diversity, and critical thinking (see Appendix A). The
introduction to the text also discusses the first steps of making the transition to college. Ellis’s
book includes a discussion on reprogramming the student’s attitude, which is one of the most
vital parts of developing an educational plan and meeting career goals.
Secondly, there is a new generation of college students that have a very unique set of
needs based on life experiences and professional setbacks that have led them back to college.
The events that have taken place in the United States over the last decade have created an
increase of nontraditional and veteran students on college campuses across the nation. This
population of students has life experiences that most traditional age new freshmen have no
knowledge of.

These experiences create a very different set of expectations for this new

generation of new freshmen on college campuses. For this reason, the proposal for a veteranspecific and nontraditional student-specific freshmen orientation courses were created. The
subjects discussed in Becoming a Master Student also serve as the guideline for the development
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of nontraditional and veteran first year experience course curriculum proposals that not only
meet the most common freshmen needs but also the needs of students who have been in the
workforce or military and also have families, homes and other financial responsibilities (see
appendices B and C).
The studies presented in this research show that the number of nontraditional students
attending community colleges and universities has continuously increased. The recent economic
recession has led to layoffs, budget cuts, and organizational restructuring and downsizing that
have left many individuals with very little options for employment. Unemployment and scarce
options for opportunities have led many individuals back to college after many years in the
workplace. These nontraditional students have a very specific set of educational goals, and the
task of managing the responsibilities of college combined with the duties of family and finances
can be daunting.

The implementation of a first year experience course that targets the

nontraditional student would provide an opportunity for colleges to aid in the transition to
college life after years of service in the public and private sector. Appendix B represents a
proposal for a freshmen orientation course that would specifically address some of the most
common factors that contribute to the unmet educational goals of nontraditional students. The
proposed first year experience course curriculum takes into consideration all the areas of a
nontraditional student’s life. Work, family, finances, and the responsibilities often associated
with nontraditional students are addressed in the course, as are the needs for career goals,
effective study skills, time management, and resources available to reduce stressors and any
other factors that would prohibit the successful completion of expected educational and career
goals.
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Veterans of modern warfare also make up a significant number of new freshmen on
college campuses nationwide. In many ways, these military/veteran students will share the same
characteristics as other adult learners that institutions have been serving for years.

As a

subpopulation of adult learners, military and veterans also often have unique challenges that
other nontraditional students do not face (Cook and Young 2009, 1). The research shows that the
transition from military to civilian life can create obstacles for new veteran students. Financial
hardships, physical and mental disabilities associated with military service, stress and anxiety,
and the responsibilities of juggling work and family have all been defined as factors that can lead
to poor academic performance. As the share of military veterans on campus increases, so does
the likelihood that programs and services specifically developed for military service members
and veterans will be a part of the institution’s strategic plan (Cook and Young 2009, 12).
Appendix C shows a proposal for a veteran-specific freshmen orientation course that addresses
the needs most relevant to students transitioning from military to college. The subjects covered
in this veteran-specific orientation course includes veteran resources, time and money
management, interviewing and resume writing, team building exercise, stress and anxiety, and
career assessment. The proposal in Appendix C provides the groundwork for colleges that are
attempting to embrace this population of students, and creating a veteran-friendly environment
that will promote educational and professional success. The development of veteran-specific
programs will provide colleges with the opportunity to show acceptance and appreciation to the
population of college students who have courageously served this nation.
Many colleges do not require a freshmen orientation course but strongly recommend it,
especially for the population of student that is determined to be at-risk for academic hardships.
Veteran students, particularly the combat veterans, have endured intense physical training and
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exercise in preparation for deployment and also in military maneuvers. The combat veterans
also are more commonly afflicted with a physical disability or handicap that would restrict
certain types of post-war physical activity.

For these reasons, the suggestion of a course

substitution may encourage more veteran students to enroll in the veteran-specific first year
experience course. If veteran student were given the opportunity to substitute a required physical
science course for a veteran-specific first year experience course, colleges might see an increased
interest in the course and also receive valuable results in retention and student success. While
this population of students increases on college campuses, so should the interest in program
development that will promote more successful students, diversity, and campus awareness.

Conclusion
The face of the new college freshman is changing. As the student body of college
campuses changes, so should the tactics aimed at promoting retention and graduation. The
research shows that many colleges across the nation are adopting policies to create a moreveteran friendly campus. Also, colleges are considering the needs of nontraditional students as
part of the new freshmen orientation programs. Part of becoming more responsive to the needs
of veterans is understanding their needs as well as recognizing what campuses do well and do not
do well in serving them (Cook and Young 2009).

The process of developing programs,

workshops, and seminars to properly train faculty and staff to deal with the changing needs of
new freshmen is a very important part of the process. The recommended course specific to
veterans and nontraditional students is another vital part of creating an atmosphere that is
conducive to educational success.
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The information provided in this work addresses the most basic concepts of public
administration. The development of a new, more specialized orientation program is an excellent
example of public value, because the new programs emphasize the improvement of how public
education and other organizations meet the needs of its changing clientele. One of the key
components of public administration is defining the public good. New freshmen, regardless of
age or background desire to enter college with a level playing field. New freshmen programs
that seek to satisfy emotional, physical, and educational needs of all new students, regardless of
any outside influences are representative of a public good. Although college, whether private,
technical, or community is not free of costs to all individuals, the opportunity to have a
rewarding and fulfilling college experience should be considered a public good, because any
student seeking to further his or her education deserves the opportunity to enter the program with
the same preparation and opportunities for educational success.

These new programs also

promote effectiveness, equity, and efficiency in public organizations.
The goal of a public organization is to meet the economic and social needs of society.
While colleges aim to provide quality education and prepare students professional careers, the
institutions also provide tools to meet the physical and psychological needs of students. By
developing programs to meet the most common needs of new freshmen, colleges are looking for
ways to provide courses that are effective in addressing these subjects. Efficiency is also a
priority in these programs, because time and money are some of the most important factors
discussed in new freshmen orientation programs.

Lastly, maintaining equity and creating an

atmosphere that is beneficial to all learners will produce more successful students.

The

implementation of programs that address the specific needs of veteran and other nontraditional
students should become a priority among college campuses. As the number of this group of
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students continues to rise, the necessity of more specialized programs will also increase. With
preparation and implementation, the specialized freshmen orientation course has the opportunity
to create an environment that embraces diversity and promotes educational success for any
student that is willing to overcome obstacles to achieve the desired goals.
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Appendix A
Table of Contents – Becoming a Master Student (Ellis 2011, v).

Introduction: Making Transitions
Chapter 1:

First Steps-

Taking the First Step
Reprogramming Your Attitude
Ideas and Tools

Chapter 2:

Time-

Time Plan Process
Seeing Where All the Time Goes
Get Real With Your Goals
Be Here Now

Chapter 3:

Memory-

Love Your Problems – and Experience Your Barriers

Chapter 4:

Reading-

Notice Your Pictures and Let Them Go

Chapter 5:

Notes-

I Create It All

Chapter 6:

Tests-

Detach

Chapter 7:

Thinking-

Find a Bigger Problem

Chapter 8:

Communicating-

Learning Styles Application
Why? What? How? What if?

Chapter 9:

Diversity-

Choose your Conversations and Community

Chapter 10:

Money-

Three Paths to Financial Freedom
Money Monitor/Money Plan
Spend Less Money
Managing Money Through Tough Times

Chapter 11:

Health-

Choose Your Fuel
Choose to Exercise
Surrender

Chapter 12:

What’s Next?
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Appendix B

Proposal for a Freshmen Orientation Course Curriculum for Nontraditional Students

Lesson 1:

Transition from the Workplace to College
Reprogramming your Attitude and Reorganizing your Responsibilities

Lesson 2:

Creating a Financial Plan for College
Financial Aid, Unemployment Benefits, Student Loans and Grants

Lesson 3:

Time Management
Making time for class, Homework, Family, and Home

Lesson 4:

Study Skills
Test taking, Note taking, Critical thinking, Reading and Tutoring

Lesson 5:

Making Connections
Study partners, Team building, Study groups, and Student activities

Lesson 6:

Money Management
Monthly budgeting, learn how to spend less and save more

Lesson 7:

Managing Stress
Learn how to reduce, prevent and cope with everyday stressors

Lesson 8:

Resume Writing and Interviewing Skills
Making yourself attractive to potential employers

Lesson 9:

Public Speaking
Speaking with confidence, Entertaining and Engaging your audience

Lesson 10:

Writing Workshop
Learn effective writing tool, Resources available to students on campus

Lesson 11:

Academic Advising/Career Assessment
Meet your advisor, Explore your career options and interests

Lesson 12:

Commitment to your education, home, family and work
Developing a plan for college that considers all aspects of your busy life
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Appendix C

Proposal for a First Year Experience Course Curriculum for Veteran Students
Lesson 1:

Transition from Combat to College
Adjusting to Changes in Life

Lesson 2:

Getting the Most from your VA Benefits
Research Veteran Resources: counseling, benefits, and available services

Lesson 3:

Time Management
Making time for work, School, Family, and Home

Lesson 4:

Study Skills
Test taking, Note taking, Critical thinking, and Reading

Lesson 5:

Making Connections
Team building, Student Activities and Clubs, Study groups

Lesson 6:

Money Management
Financial planning, Spend less money, Plan for the cost of your education

Lesson 7:

Handling Stress and Anxiety
Managing your Anxiety and Stress, Suicide Prevention, Knowing your
triggers, Seeking help before becoming overwhelmed or giving up

Lesson 8:

Resume Writing
What to do/What not to do, Making your resume attractive to employers

Lesson 9:

Public Speaking
Learn how to speak so people want to listen, Effective tools for interviews

Lesson 10:

Effective Writing
Learning how to demonstrate appropriate writing skills, taking advantage
of the tutorial center and writing workshops

Lesson 11:

Academic Advising/Career Assessment
Meet your advisor, Counseling and Career Services, Degree planning

Lesson 12:

Committing to your Educational Goals
Mapping out your academic and career goals, creating a plan for college
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